Asthma has become an important public health issue worldwide and certain groups, such as children, are at particular riskofthe disease.Ofien asthma remains under-diagnosed and under-treated. Despite these worrying trends, the disease management approach to asthma control can help most asthma patients achieve a'normal' way of life.The increased prevalence and greater diagnostic awareness of asthma have placed increased demands on healthcare resources, but effective asthma control can minimize the personal, social and economic burdens ofasthma. Early diagnosis and immediate anti-inflammatory treatment is the first step in gaining control ofsymptoms. A stepwise approach is then used to classify asthma severity and treatment, with the number and frequency of medications increasing (step up) as asthma severity increases and decreasing (step down) when asthma is under controLThis stepwise approach to asthma management necessitates regular review oftreatment once asthma is under control. However, effective asthma management is dependent on successful patient education, adherence to prescribed medication and good doctor-patient partnerships. Current treatment guidelines recommend the use of a written asthma management plan that should be agreed between the doctor and patientThese plans should cover all aspects ofasthmatreatment, including prevention steps for long-term control and action steps to stop attacks once a worsening in asthma has been recognized.This comprehensive approach to asthma management increases the likelihood ofachieving asthma control, which in turn reduces the need for emergency visits to the hospital or clinic and reduces the limitations on physical activity previously imposed by the condition. 
INTRODUCTION
care for a family member with asthma. A number of recent reports estimate that indirect costs of asthma range from 39% to 49% of the total cost of the disease (8, 9) . In one study, indirect costs were reported to be twice as high as direct costs at all levels of asthma severity and a minority of severe asthmatics incurred 41% of total asthma costs (IO). Therefore, reducing the indirect costs associated with asthma management will have a significant impact on the total cost of the disease.
There is a large variation in the total cost of asthma among countries, but a cross-comparison between countries shows that hospitalization and emergency care are consistently high and the cost of medication is a key element of the healthcare costs. Cost comparisons between industrialized countries, such as the USA, and more agricultural areas, such as South Africa, show that the total costs for asthma as a single condition currently account for l-2% of total healthcare expenditure (4). 
DIAGNOSIS OF ASTHMA
Diagnosing asthma is still a challenge and for some patients correct diagnosis may take years ( 
CLASSIFICATION OF DISEASE SEVERITY
The severity of asthma can be highly variable in any patient and the need for regular reviews is now recognized in the current guidelines ( 
OPTIMIZING ASTHMA CONTROL
Optimizing the control of asthma requires a comprehensive approach to asthma management (Table 4) 
(43).
First, patients need to be correctly diagnosed early enough and assessed for severity. Second, individualized care plans need to be established from the very start of treatment. Once established, the treatment plan should be written down, discussed and reviewed with the patient so that the patient is able to implement agreed treatment strategies. Clinicians need to ensure that both patients and healthcare team members are well educated about asthma and motivated so that treatment plans can be followed correctly. Treatment plans should be simple and easy to follow. Finally, good co-operation between patient, doctor and the healthcare team should lead to better long-term optimal control of this variable disease, with improvement in the patient's quality of life.
